Attachment Predictors of Different Types of Aggression
Connor T. O’Brien and Robert B. Casselman, PhD, LP
Winona State University

•

•

Research has shown a relationship between parental and
peer attachment and aggressive behavior (Gallarin &
Alonso-Arbiol, 2012; Malonda, Llorca, Mesurado,
Samper, & Mestre, 2019). Gomez and Mestre (2007)
found that insecure mother and father attachment was
positively associated with aggression. Maldona et al.
(2019) found that secure parental attachments were
negatively correlated with verbal and physical aggression.
This study also showed that peer attachment influenced
prosocial behavior, which helped decrease aggressive
behavior. Given these findings, parental attachment may
be a more robust indicator of aggression than peer
attachment. Li et al. (2015) also found that secure parental
attachment was negatively associated with indirect
aggression. Some studies have found that insecure
maternal attachment had a stronger relationship with
aggression than insecure paternal attachment (Earl &
Burns, 2009; Maldona et al., 2019)

The present study seeks to further examine the differential
effects of parental and peer attachment on different types
of aggression (physical, verbal, indirect, anger, and
hostility). Given the results of prior studies, our
hypotheses are: 1) insecure parental and peer attachments
will predict higher levels of general aggression, 2) parental
attachments will be stronger predictors of aggression than
peer attachment, and 3) insecure mother attachment will
be a stronger predictor of aggression than insecure father
attachment. Given that it is unclear how predictive the
attachment variables will be with different types of
aggression, we sought to examine these relationships in an
exploratory manner in a young adult sample.
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TABLE 3

Perceived Mother, Father, and Peer Attachment as Predictors of Physical Aggression

Perceived Mother, Father, and Peer Attachment as Predictors of Verbal Aggression
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TABLE 5

Perceived Mother, Father, and Peer Attachment as Predictors of Anger Aggression

Perceived Mother, Father, and Peer Attachment as Predictors of Hostile Aggression
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Mother
Attachment
β = -.253, p < .001
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Mother
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Father
Attachment
β = -.005, ns
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Peer
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*My friends say that I argue a lot.

Our study has potential clinical implications for clients with
aggressive behavior. Since mother attachment and peer
attachment may play a more significant role in overall
aggression levels than father attachment, it may be beneficial
to focus on these relationships in a clinical context.
Additionally, some forms of attachment may be stronger
predictors of unique aspects of aggression. For example, if a
client has a high level of physical aggression, it may be more
beneficial to focus on mother attachment, but if a client has a
high level of hostile aggression, it may be more helpful to
focus on peer attachment. Building stronger mother and peer
attachments may lower the levels of aggression in clients’
lives. Further studies will need to confirm these clinical links.

•

This study has several limitations. Given the cross-sectional
nature of our study, no causal paths are supported.
Longitudinal designs will be helpful in establishing possible
causal links among study variables. It is also unclear how our
findings generalize to other populations (e.g., adolescent and
middle-aged). Lastly, the sample student was age-specific
(i.e., young adults 18-35) and did not account for other factors
such as marital status and religious orientation, which may
also have impacted our findings.
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Attachment
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Peer Attachment
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*My mother/father accepts me as I am.

*I have become so mad that I have broken things.
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*My mother/father respects my feelings.

Aggression. We used the he Aggression
Questionnaire (AQ; Buss & Perry, 1992) to measure
participants’ generalized aggression in four areas:
physical aggression, verbal aggression, anger,
hostility. Sample item:

Interestingly, insecure peer attachments were more
significantly correlated with high levels of aggression than we
expected. Insecure peer attachment was a stronger predictor of
hostile aggression and anger aggression than insecure mother
attachment, and insecure peer attachment was a stronger
predictor of all four types of aggressions than insecure father
attachment. This suggests that peer attachment may impact
aggression levels in a significant way. Peer attachment may
also be more salient for anger and hostility than parental
factors.

p < .10

• Measures
Parental and PeerAttachment. We used the Inventory
of Parent and Peer Attachment (IPPA) (Armsden and
Greenberg, 1987) to measure participants’ perceived
father, mother, and peer attachment. Sample items:
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METHOD

Participants were young adults (N = 224) between
the ages of 18-35 (mean age: 28.01) who
volunteered via the online M-Turk data collection
platform. Participants received 75 cents for
participating online in this IRB-approved study.

As we predicted in our first hypothesis, insecure parental and
peer attachments were associated with higher overall
aggression levels, suggesting that strong attachments predict
lower levels of overall aggression. Results also showed that
insecure mother attachment was a stronger predictor of
aggression than insecure father attachment. This is consistent
with prior research (e.g., Earl & Burns, 2009; Maldona et al.,
2019). Lower father attachment significantly correlated with
only hostile aggression, while lower mother attachment
significantly correlated with all four types of aggression.
These results suggest that mother attachment may have a
greater impact on aggression than father attachment in young
adults.

Note: * p < .01
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